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BIG
EVEN BELOW THE SURFACE



Most of Us Can Agree That We Need to Change Course



Change A Loved 
One’s Behavior



Change 
The 
System



Change Treatment



My Story



Same parents, 
Same upbringing,
Same values



Same university

Same bad habits



a place without a way forward

and seemingly no way back



The One Thing I Hadn’t Tried



What I Did When
There Was Nothing I Could Do



The Man In the Other Chair



Are we trying to punish or  restore?



What’s Really 
Happening With 
Our Drug Laws?



Drug Use Is Not New



You Can Ferment a Lot of Things



Not a New Habit

Alexander the Great

300 BC
Coca in Peru

1500s
Fermentation

5000 BC



Morphine & Cocaine

Cocaine Isolated 
in Germany

1859

Morphine Isolated
In France

1836

Morphine Used
On Battlefields

1860s



Thomas Jefferson



Then Something 

SHIFTED



A Punitive Response

Asylums

1870
Alcohol Prohibition

1919
Narcotics Act

1914



An Progression of Punishment

Cannabis Outlawed

1970
War on Drugs

1971
Harsher Penalties

1981



Is There an End In Sight?

Licenses Revoked

1990s
FDA Crackdown

2013
What’s Next?

NOW



We’ve Institutionalized



We’ve Locked Up



We’ve Banned



Increasing Drug Use
Increasing Addiction
Increasing Overdose

Why?



Different Kinds of Harm



Harm from Drugs Harm from Prohibition

Different Kinds of Harm



CONSUMER

MARKET

SUBSTANCE



Drug Market Circa 1920



ALCOHOL
PROHIBITION

Regulated Businesses Gangs & Cartels

Market Transfer



DRUG
PROHIBITION

Regulated Businesses
Gangs & Cartels

Market Transfer



CONSUMER

MARKET

SUBSTANCE



ALCOHOL
PROHIBITION

Substance Transfer

Quality 
Controlled

Bootleg



5% ABV Outside 
Where It’s LEGAL

45% ABV Inside 
Where It’s NOT

Potency Increase



DRUG
PROHIBITION

Substance Transfer

Regulated Medicine Contaminated Street 
Drugs



Opioid Overdose Deaths

68,871

2020 Opioid Deaths 

Source: CDC WONDER



Opioid Overdose Deaths

56,688

2020 Opioid Deaths

Source: CDC WONDER

82% Contained Fentanyl



Source: CDC WONDER

Opioid Deaths

Prescribing Rate
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Opioid Deaths Increase As Opioid Prescription Rates Decrease
United States, 1999-2017

Source: https://wonder.cdc.gov/mcd.html





CONSUMER

MARKET

SUBSTANCE



Consumer Response Transfer

Patient Criminal

DRUG
PROHIBITION



3,000
Non-Violent Drug Offenders in MS 

Prisons

Source: MS Dept. of Corrections



1,039



A Vicious Cycle

Drug Use Disconnection

Criminal Record

Incarceration

Trauma

Risk of Addiction

Employment Difficulty



Market Substance Consumer

Underground

More Crime

Contamination

More Overdoses More Broken Lives

Incarceration

What Drug Prohibition does to the…



What Can We Do?



HARM REDUCTION



Making Dangerous Activities Less Dangerous



Not A New Concept





Kerosene Lamp
No Seatbelt

No Speedometer

No Blinkers



HARM REDUCTION FOR DRIVING

Traffic Lights
Crash Testing

Speed Limits
Backup Cameras

Lane Sensors

Graduated Licenses
Antilock Brakes

Road Signs

Child Seats



The Results

Motor Vehicle Death Rates, 1913-2019



What Harm Could It Do?



HARM REDUCTION FOR SMOKING



The Results



Harm Reduction and Alcohol



HARM REDUCTION



Ways to Reduce 
Harm from 

Other Drugs



DARK PROBLEMS BENEATH A SUNNY
EXTERIOR

PORTUGAL



De-Criminalized 
Possession of All Drugs



Consumers are Patients Again

Market Substance Consumer



Drug Budget Shift

90%

10%10%

90%

Portugal United States
Source: Johann Hari, Chasing the Scream

Prevention 
&

Treatment
Enforcement

Prevent. TreatEnforcement



90%

10%

90%

Portugal United States

10%10%

Source: Johann Hari, Chasing the Scream

Prevention 
&

Treatment
Enforcement

Enforcement Prevent. Treat

Drug Budget Shift



Did it Help?



Results of Reform

Injection Drug Use Drug Addiction Drug-Related Crime

Source: The Guardian



Market Substance Consumer

Ways to Reduce Harm

Decriminalize



Market Substance Consumer

Decriminalize?                                   ?    

Ways to Reduce Harm



Addressing All Three Categories

Market Substance Consumer

Legal Regulation



We Don’t Have to Swallow the Whole Pill



Harm from Drugs Harm from Criminalization

We Don’t Have to Swallow the Whole Pill



Policy Changes Take Time…
How Can We Reduce Harm Now?



Drug Use

Treatment

Incarceration



Law Enforcement Assisted Diversion Network



Intervention Courts Reduce Harm 



Accountability 



Accountability or Harm Reduction?

Harm ReductionAccountability

Lessen Damage of 
Criminal Justice System

Discourage Drug Use



It’s Not Either / Or

Harm Reduction

AND
Accountability

Discourage Drug Use Lessen Damage of 
Criminal Justice System



HARM REDUCTION

Traffic Lights Crash Testing

Speed LimitsBackup Cameras Lane Sensors

Graduated LicensesAntilock Brakes

Road Signs

Lose License

Higher Insurance

Criminal Charges

Impoundment

Child Seats

ACCOUNTABILITY

Ticket



Drugs Will Always 
Be a Powerful 
Source of Healing
and Harm



Some Things Can’t Just STOP



But We Can SHIFT



Perfect
Realistic



Which Way Is Up?



Unshakeable 
Belief



single   person

The absolute value of a 



Good People
Good Intentions

Harmful Outcomes

+
Harmful Policies

=



Picking Up the Pieces



Stop Breaking Them 



Journey With Us
to Reduce Harm



Dive 
Deeper



Share:
Christina Dent TEDx



Connect
Civic Organizations
Classes
Conferences



Policies Change

HOW DO POLICIES CHANGE?



When Minds ChangePolicies Change

HOW DO POLICIES CHANGE?



A Better Path Forward



1. Who Are You?

Discussion:

2. What Do You Think 
About The Ideas 
Presented?

I’m Not Sure

I’m Curious

I’m There
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